Introduction
"The Mechanic Eye" hopes to offer a revision of North American visual poetry from the contemporary perspective of the digital revolution. Visual poetry works of distant periods will be placed in a dialogic position with digital works of the last decades, with the double purpose of shedding a contemporary glance to the pastand thus reigniting visual poems that had become obscure for the general audience-and of understanding our present better, concretely the work of artists who create their poems as pieces to be read on the computer screen.
For centuries, creativity has undoubtedly led many authors to stretch the limits of the word, juggling with the dual dimension, iconic and verbal, of the poem, playing around with their medium of transmission, be it stone, papyrus, paper, sand, cloth, or computer screen, exceeding with their imagination the apparent limits of their canvass. As instants of playful escapism, poetic children games, visual poems have always been a mischievous yet innocent way of trespassing across generic and artistic frontiers, in ways that have often cast them aside the dominant and canonic forms of poetry. Yet in the digital literature youthful canon, visual poetry is inseparable from other forms of digital poetry, to the point that one wonders if the category "visual poetry" is functional within the field of electronic literature.
However, it is in the field of electronic literature that it becomes more necessary than ever the creation of a critical framework in which we integrate image and word. Visual poetry draws precisely on the relations that arise between voice, word and image, making apparent the artificial schism that has separated the visual arts from the written arts, forcing the viewer to see the poem and read the drawing, thus building bridges between all types of languages, including spoken language, sounds, phonetics, music, mathematics, etc. Before the advent of what we call "multimedia", visual poetry was already structuring a poetic discourse where reading and looking formed part of a unique identical instant.
A study of visual poetry involves also an exploration of the material conditions of writing. I subscribe to Jerome McGann's statement "poets understand texts better than most information technologists" 1 , and it precisely in this moment of transition from print to digital textualities that we need poets' expertise. Coming to terms with visual poetry entails an understanding of the material transformations available to artists at a level never taken into account in other poetic genres. For example, it is difficult to understand the creative process of concrete poetry without knowing the existing text production and printing techniques of the time. A similar process is necessary when approaching digital poetry, one can never separate the analysis of the digital poem from how it is put together at the material level of writing, programming, one needs to go down to the code. Both visual poetry and digital poetry bring to the foreground the dual quality of writing, which is "both an object and an act, a sign and a basis for signification, a thing in itself and something coming into being, a production and a process, an inscription and the activity of inscribing". (Drucker 57) .
One of the main problems, however, when trying to integrate Digital Literature inside the curriculum of educational institutions is that it is often perceived as a totally alien universe with respect the print tradition. In this article, I wish to establish a dialogue between print and digital poetry, departing from the rich North American Visual poetry tradition. My aim is also to facilitate teachers the task of exploration and selection, so that poetry teachers and readers can overcome the information overload that inevitably afflicts those who venture in the wild waters of the Net without the appropriate filters.
A great advantage of our contemporary perspective is that the Web has become an infinite source of information, a sort of curved space which allows us to travel without moving through libraries and databases, perusing manuscripts and images located on distant servers. The Net already induces a mode of working, conflating past and present, center and margins, original and copy, aleatorily providing connections, black holes, disturbances. The present work suffers from all these synergies and also strives to make the most of them. We are greatly indebted to production and reproduction technologies, an experimentation that has continued to evolve in the digital domain. As the very name suggests, concrete poets concentrated in the material dimension of language, the poem was an object in itself, disconnected from the psychological motives that had driven the poet to make it. The words, the syllables in themselves, were all there was to the poem.
There was this common belief that in order to create some new relation with the poetic material, the old grammatical and syntactic laws had to be done with, since There is an obvious reference to the visual poetry of John Cage, his series of 1916, 1918) . 7 In its digital version, Apollinaire's poem does rain, the letters have been animated to appear progressively on the screen imitating the movement of rain drops streaking down a window glass, the sound of rain can be overheard. As Sullivan (2009) From hot type (molten lead cast in letters and lines of type), to cold type (type set by computers and printed out of photographic paper to be pasted up into pages),
from press type to photographic manipulations, and finally to the phenomenon of desk top publishing, visual poetry has always entailed the collaboration of imagination and technology. What has come to the surface, however, is the extent to which print technology has been naturalized to the point that the reader does not much ask how the letters have been placed on the page. The digital poem, on the other hand, still retains the innovative aura which triggers in the viewer the question: "how did you do this trick?"
Letter aesthetics and glyph mysticism
One of The output in all three cases, being static and yet somehow dynamic, addresses a poetics of contemplation. In it the graphic signs become vehicles to a new mode of reception, the letters can not be separated from the visuals, there is no need to negotiate percentages, by using the letters to conform the image itself, the visual poem has already dynamited those considerations. The production process, however, has changed significantly. It is hard to conceive of such drawings without the help of a computer.
For many visual and experimental poets, computers play an integral role in the composition of their poetry. A seminal case in this field is Jim Andrews, many of whose works take the Lettrist tradition and push it a step further, making
Apollinaire's dream of a mechanized poetry a reality. See, for example, his piece "0" from "A Pen" (Fig.6 ).
The computer allows the artist to break free from the bidimensionality of the plane of a page and explore the aesthetic dimension of letters in a three-dimensional space.
Using the animation program Shockwave, the computer reproduces a choreography of types dancing in the screen, leaving periodic traces of the space they occupy, hypnotizing the viewer with a new canvass of infinite writing space with which he can interact. Each image, frozen instant, is unique, irrecoverable, the image can never be recreated in the same way twice due to the program's aleatory working and the interactivity it permits. The original structure of the type is maintained, which allows the work to retain some meaningful reference to abstract concepts, for example the reference to the 0's productivity, omnipresence.
As we have seen, one of the continuous lines of exploration that runs through visual poetry across different times and places is a fascination with what we could call the glyph. We could use this term, with all its richness of meaning, to refer to letters or any other element of writing, but we could also underscore its typographic meaning − the specific shape, design, or representation of a character− as well as its archaeological one − a glyph being a carved or inscribed symbol−, which carries with it the mystery of ancient and distant cultures, emphasizing also the performative, ritual value of the act of writing. Writing code also retains that mysticism, through the inscription of lines of code things are done in the virtual space; writing and editing on the server itself becomes a sort of magic procedure that allows you to perform live on the Net. In some respects, we could say that the digital medium has recuperated the performative dimension of writing, akin to the ephemerality of lines drawn in the sand for a concentrated audience that will soon disperse and leave no trace, unless some body writes a record of the event, makes a photograph or a video.
The performative dimension of visual poetry
It is impossible to understand a piece of visual poetry without interpreting the way in which the work performs itself on its canvass, be it the space of the page, the frame of the painting, or other medium. The viewer needs some training to be able to appreciate the theatrical potential of the visual text's performativity, even when there are no verbal analogues to the elements used in it. The performance takes place on the mind of the observer, through its "interior eye", or as Johanna Drucker would name it, "l'oeil interieur"; the various processes of seeing and reading by which sense is made. But it is necessary to remark that Drucker isolates this type of reading from any oral rendering of the text, it is pure sight without pronunciation (1998, p. 103) . However, this dissociation between sight and sound can, in many instances, become impossible to achieve. Even when the visual poem might contain elements that cannot be translated to a linguistic meaning, the experience often fuses all the senses. The separation is artificial but it responds to a cultural tradition of reading, the Western tradition, which has dissociated the moment of artistic contemplation from its social context, often constructing it as a moment of isolation between the reader/spectator and the work of art. There are, nevertheless, other traditions and ways of constructing the scenario for the visual poem's performative dimension that might shed some light into the specificity of our own way of relating to visual poetry.
-Navajo ceremonial sandpaintings:
The Navajo ceremonial sandpainting are an ancient type of ephemeral visual art.
They are part of the complex Navajo chantway system, along with songs, masked dances and other rituals, such as body painting and offerings to the gods. They were not made to be "art objects" but rather as part of an elaborate healing ritual.
The sandpaintings function as narratives, as legends that help restore a balance between negative and positive elements, drawing a sacred geography of magic places, animals, and spirits.
In the sandpainting we can see in Fig. 6 , the underlying narrative centers around "One-who-goes-about-picking-up-discarded-things," also called Scavenger. Taken captive and enslaved by hostile Pueblo Indians, the boy is hoisted by them into a high eagle's nest, to throw down young eagles and to be left there to die.
Forewarned by the gods he ascends but refuses to throw the birds down.
Thereafter he is protected and nurtured by the parent eagles (REICHARD, 1977, n/p).
The Bead Chant sand paintings continue through nine installments, accompanied by songs and other appropriate actions. The medicine man and artist in question is identified as Miguelito, year of birth about 1865 . The artist is, therefore, also the healer, since the ceremonial sandpaintings often have a medical, as well as spiritual, purpose. After the elaborate construction of the painting, the person that needed healing was asked to sit on top of the sandpainting, which was supposed to act as a portal so that the healing spirits could come through the painting. Once the ceremony was over, the patient was considered healed from the illness afflicting him, this had been contained by the sandpainting, which was destroyed in a prescribed manner.
A different type of portal is offered by Andrew
Topel, who has created a cloud of names, a virtual topography of unreadable words, which, when we look at it closely, does take us to a mythological plane; the cold, complex world of computer graphics as the best representation of our contemporary life, loaded with information and yet so empty of physical human contact. Where are our medicine men, one wonders, are our visual poets telling us something that could heal us or Shakespearean poetry, is incorporating it into larger artistic productions. As it is common in the history of visual poetry, the genre question continuously emerges, is it a film or is it a poem? The Shaker visual poetry is another curious cultural product that fuses language and image in artistic forms, but, as the Navajo paintings and weaving, it is outside the domain of customarily accepted literature. However, the artistic manifestations of the Shakers, unknowingly predated some of the work of the most radical poetic experimenters.
The United Society of Believers in Christ's Second Appearing -called "Shakers"-was a religious group that originated in England. They practiced communal living and equality of the sexes, along with a reputedly complete abstention from sexual intercourse. After suffering persecution in England, the Shakers traveled to America in 1774, where for many years they increased the number of converts reaching 6,000 before they disappeared in the twentieth century.
Between 1837 and 1850 (known as the Era of Manifestations) the Shakers created some sort of visionary drawings that they called gifts. These were spiritual messages and visions experienced by one individual, which were later transcribed by another in the form of pictorial and symbolic messages, such as this anonymous Spirit Message, from 1843 ( Fig.10) . The content of the spirit message is lost forever, what is retained, however, is its aesthetic force, thus, like medieval cartography, it will not take us anywhere, but it is beautiful to contemplate and can tell us unexpected things about its maker. We see, for example, that the message is handwritten with ink in a lined paper, which, contrary to a white page, provides a sense of order and discipline. The lines in the paper are respected throughout the manuscript except at one moment in which chaos intrudes in the form of some broken black pieces. The work is mostly made of a combination of letters which are drawn following a variety of typographical styles (as if they represented different voices), capital and small case, but there is not a single number. Letters, like in a Lettrist poem, are isolated and do not form words, only a few syllables, except for the words "God", which is the most clearly recognizable one, "not" and "will", this last one added as an afterthought next to "God". There are other graphic symbols, among them some little tables, hands and arms, crosses, swords, some strange notation, and most conspicuously, clock spheres marking different times, which point to a highly ordered lifestyle inside the community. The author has also used some punctuation symbols, specially the apostrophe, which seems to mark the rhythm in which the message has been delivered.
As you can see, the Shaker drawing is chaos in disguise, the document of a vision that is at once highly organized and indecipherable, child-like and profound. It shares an extraordinary family resemblance with the practice of later poets and artists. Like modernist experiments, the gift drawings seem to mix all sorts of linguistic and graphic symbols, trying to transcribe in the most precise way the messages perceived by visionaries, something similar to a home-made automatic language to represent complex sensations of the subconscious. Many of the reflections that Johanna Drucker exposed with respect to the art of Maurice
Lemaître can be applied also to describe the art of the Shakers, and by extension a multiplicity of visual poetry digital works:
[T]hey question the process of conversion which is undergone in reading them: do they go from image to words, or to concepts already meaningful without linguistic translation? The potential of the visual sign to escape linguistic definitions and rules is suggested (…), and in the process the nature of the system within which meaning might be fixed when signs lack syntactic or semantic stability is questioned. Outside such stable systems, the link between private act and public fact in language is threatened (1998, p. 85 ).
This Shaker drawing (Fig. 12) represents visiting spirits dancing in circles.
Identified as a song, the vertical writing in the center seems to be glossographiawordless text and/or musical notation. As such it would match up with a range of Shaker spirit songs given "in tongues" by spiritual messengers that came from distant periods and locations. This Shacker song can be considered a sound- 
Relocating, Recycling and Remediating Letters:
There is another powerful drive that connects visual poetry of distant periods and locations, a compulsion that emerges from a special way of seeing, a shared attitude with respect to language and images, life and art. The long tradition of "found objects" accounts for this; it is the poet's craft and peculiar perspective that allows him to discover poems all around him, it becomes a kind of visual On Concrete: the concrete photographs are a series of sitespecific art works that exist now only as images. i call them poems; some may look at them and ask, 'where's the poem?' and i would respond -the poem was the sounds the birds made as i laid down each letter. the poem was the feel of the wind against my skin as i worked outdoors. the poem was the construction workers, the police officer, looking into whether or not i was vandalizing. the poem was the clouds moving overhead, the time slipping away, the shadows moving in as the afternoon became evening (TOPEL, 2012, n/p) .
Reading between the lines of Topel's description, we can elucidate that the letters in the composition are not supposed to be read, that would be fruitless, the poem, as John Cage would confirm, has nothing to say, and that is poetry as he needs it.
Another way of interpreting his work would be his need to express that poetry is more a process, an experience, than an object that can be fixed for ever in a particular medium. Nothing will remain for ever and that is why the poet needs to be aware of the flux of life as it passes.
The art of recycling letters is closely connected with this awareness of the obsolescence of things around us. Actually, one of the experimental forms to come out of the modernist visual arts that had a major impact upon poetry was collage.
The modern visual poem is generally composed with disassembled language material, including texts, words, phonic characters, types, ciphers, symbols, In these cases, the poet's responsiveness has reused not just a text but a program to process text, an strategy that belongs to the new generation of digital poets and that has been extensively analyzed by Loss Pequeño Glazier in Digital Poetics.
Many of these programs process input text and produce output, according to the modifiers specified by the user. The Mesostomatic game, for instance, uses a type of program that tries to find the letters in the vertical word you have written in its starting page on the web page of your choice to compose a mesostic. And Wordle is a "toy", a little program for generating "word clouds" also from text that you provide. The clouds give greater prominence to words that appear more frequently in the source text. You can afterward transform the clouds with different fonts, layouts, and color schemes.
Very often these programs were created with a different purpose in mind. Mark C.
Marino, for his Mash-up "What the Night Woman Textes", has used Prezi, a tool for animating presentations using the zoom. In this piece, Marino has combined the collage fondness of modernists with the playful interactivity of the digital medium. Zooming in and out of the first frame, the reader will encounter fragments of texts and paintings that, by changing their size, will create a labyrinthic effect in which lines of text appear and disappear inside the paintings, penetrating different layers of text and visuals, making the reader lose spatial coordinates and points of reference.
Reading moving letters
As we have seen, visual poets have always had an intense concern for the materiality of language, for its limits, and the possibility of play at the interstices between the fixidity of its medium, and the fluidity of its symbols. The most obvious transformation in digital visual poetry is the introduction of animation effects through programmable media such Flash. Alexandra Saemmer accounts for this qualitative change thus:
The word "dog" does not move its tale, notes Baruch Spinoza. On an electronic support, the word "dog" can run across the screen. 
Conclusions
Kinetic/Visual poetry has aspirations to become a total art form integrating image, text, sound, animation, interactivity. It recuperates not only the visual dimension of linguistic signs, but also their sonority, and other synaesthetic webs of connection.
It involves a return to the integration of poetry inside wider artistic forms, such as computer art or film.
To be able to appreciate fully this type of poetry the reader needs to integrate some new reading strategies and become aware of the demands the genre and medium require of him:
− The Medium is the Message. When we privilege the material dimension of writing, the aesthetic properties of typography, we allow the reader to step back and return to the poem with a new perspective; all writing in general but the visual poem in particular has the capacity to be both looked at and read, and eventually also to function as the sign of an absent signified. The aesthetic quality of the sign is all there is, until the reader/spectator fills it with his own meaning.
− Poetry as Game

− Enhanced Synaesthesia
− The performative dimension of poetry acquires a greater importance, it is not the end product that is important but the process of composition.
− The shared interpretative conventions of a community of readers and writers become essential, as in primitive cultures. Without an initiation inside its modes of production and reception the reader might feel lost, without reference points to appreciate the piece.
− The act of describing, reporting, interpreting, archiving, acquires a new relevance inside the field of digital poetry, since many of its works are ephemeral experiences, depend on processes that leave no trace, thus recorded descriptions will be the only testimony of the existence of the poem.
What comes to the surface after this revision of some examples of digital poetry, on the light of their predecessors, is that their insertion on the World Wide Web has somehow facilitated the recuperation of the performative dimension of poetry, its inclusion into a wider frame or totalizing art form: everyday life. Internet
